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Unlike Willie Nelson, my heroes have not always been cowboys.  For that matter, neither have my heroines always been cowgirls.  But, of course, heroes and heroines differ from person to person and often even differ within a person at various stages of that individual’s life.  However, all of us have them.  Likely, every one of us can name rather quickly the persons whom we have set on a pedestal and sought to emulate in our words, thoughts, and deeds.  
Early in my life, my heroes were soldiers and first responders such as firefighters as well as athletes like Stan Musial of the Saint Louis Cardinals, Willie Mays of the Giants, Yogi Berra of the Yankees, Johnny Unitas of the then Baltimore Colts and Bill Wade of the Chicago Bears and national historical figures such as Thomas Jefferson, Abraham Lincoln, and George Washington Carver.  Later in life, without giving up any of the early heroes, I added more plus several heroines.  With exalted admiration for them, I wanted my life to make a contribution to society like that of Nobel Laureates, influential authors, civil rights pioneers, and free thinkers.  Dwight Eisenhower was on my list of heroes like Golda Meir was on my list of heroines.  Today I speak with reverence and aspiration when I think about Rosa Parks, Barbara Jordan, Mother Teresa of Calcutta, Sam Ervin, Neil Armstrong, John Buchanan, Mark Hatfield, John Lewis, and Elie Wiesel.  Some of those names, you likely know.  Others of my heroes and heroines you likely do not know.  But, they, too, have been and are inestimably important to me—Foy Valentine and Henlee Barnette who modeled prophetic courage and taught me how to turn a phrase in a manner that gave the phrase a potential to be memorable; Paul Turner, a relatively obscure minister who, one morning in Clinton, Tennessee, as matter-of-factly as if eating breakfast, took the hands of several small black children and walked with them through a mob fomenting hate upon them, spitting at them, and cursing them to, for the first time, racially integrate a public school in the South; John Claypool who preached and did ministry with creativity, honesty, sensitivity, and profundity that were non-traditional but exceptional; and Jane 


Holmes Dixon, the second woman ever to be ordained as a bishop in the Episcopal Church of the United States and the first woman to serve as the Bishop of Washington, D. C. whose ministry has been marked by humility and authority, influential activism and spiritual meditation.  My heroes and heroines always have been individuals whose words and actions represented the wisdom, courage, imagination, and compassion of which I wanted to think myself somewhat capable.
Fortunate beyond measure, I have been blessed by opportunities to meet and spend time with most of my heroes and heroines.  That means I have seen them with their feet mired in mud as well as clean and elevated on a pedestal.  Knowing well their foibles, flaws, failures, and weaknesses, not once have I been tempted to remove them from the list of persons I most esteem; just the opposite really.  The more I see the humanity of my heroes and heroines, the greater is my appreciation for their spirituality and authenticity.
The same is true for the people in the Bible whom I consider heroes and heroines. (I bet some of you thought I was never going to get to the Bible this morning, but that has been my destination from the first word of this sermon.)  In Holy Scriptures I encounter individuals who continually inform my thoughts, inspire my actions, prod my conscience, and guide my journeys.  Somewhat odd, however, is the fact that when I read the Bible, my interest seems magnetically drawn to lesser known characters in whose footsteps I feel it would be an honor to walk or to run as the case may be.  The well known patriarch Abraham is an exception to that generalization.  I stand in awe of him and Sarah.  The eighth century prophet Amos also is a heroic figure for me, challenging the morality of a nation and resisting every effort to separate the rhetoric of faith from the work of justice.  Mary and Martha and Mary the mother of Jesus swell my heart with new, alluring insights into loyalty in friendship and perseverance in standing with troubled people whom we love.  But not-so-well-known individuals are preeminent among my heroes and heroines.
  Take, for example, the four unnamed people who dart in and out of the lectionary’s gospel reading for today—those individuals so convinced of Jesus’ capacity for healing and so concerned about their paralyzed friend that they resolved, with a sense of urgency, to do whatever necessary to get their friend into Jesus’ presence.  Remember how they placed their friend on a mat to carry him to Jesus.  When they could not make their way through the tightly-packed crowd gathered around Jesus, they climbed to the top of the building, punched a hole in its roof, and lowered their friend on the mat to the floor in front of Jesus.  What passion!  What determination!  Can you imagine how different our world would be for the better  were more of us so persistent in bringing hurting people into contact with a healing touch!  Every closed door these four heroes encountered prompted them to find or to make a new entrance through which to pursue healing and a new life.
As the season of Epiphany draws to a close, only next Sunday remains in the season of Epiphany this year, I find myself meditating more and more on people whom I know who have most clearly and most effectively presented the Christ to the world or, at least, to the world as I know it.  Such individuals are not merely outstanding characters in this liturgical season called Epiphany; they are themselves epiphanies—bright lights on days that otherwise would seem to be held hostage to darkness, sacred insights into the nature of God without whom our reverence would be used to greater ignorance.  Indulge me, please, to mention some of these gospel heroes and heroines.
Those travelers from the East who walked in the light of the beam of a star trekking after the Christ child until they found him at home in Nazareth stir my respect like few others and enflame my aspirations.  Typically, they are called “the wise men.”  I call them heroes.  How we need people among us who understand that dreams and visions are as important as physical security and financial prosperity and that unmapped journeys of faith are as crucial to a meaningful life as compliance with the charts on computer print-outs projecting cost estimates of business ventures and a warning or a promise about taking them.     
I want to be a part of the contemporary spiritual family of that little man named Zacchaeus who, as a wealthy, well-positioned government official disdained social decorum and set aside personal dignity to climb a tree so that he could see Jesus.  For what or for whom would you climb a tree?  
I am deeply moved by that woman of the streets who refused to allow anybody to stop her from demonstrating her lavish, generous love for Jesus, anointing him with costly oil and drying his feet with her hair before he arrived at his day of death.  I cannot help but wonder to whom, if anyone, we need to find a way to demonstrate such compassion while we still can do so.  
Made of similar stuff was that elderly woman who limped to the temple to give the last penny she possessed for support of the work of God as she understood it.  I want to be more like her and her spiritual colleagues—people ready, at any moment, to set aside conservatism to express devotion with extravagance and to commit to living in a perpetual state of generosity.  
Though crazed by the metaphors that he employed while writing his apocalyptic allegory called Revelation, the man named John on the island known as Patmos modeled for me the blend of emotional sensitivity, intellectual wisdom, and message finesse required for helping people discover spiritual resources among political crises and for offering hope when every outward sign in the political environment points to the dominion of despair.
Several times each year I revel in the bold, exuberant spirit of a nameless individual who, standing along the road leading into Jerusalem when Jesus entered that city bumping along on a donkey, first shouted, “Hosanna!”  Oblivious to what might happen if she or he shouted, “Blessed is he who comes in the name of the Lord” and threw a palm branch or a cloak in Jesus’ path and no one else said a mumbling word or even moved, that individual prompted the outburst of a chorus of powerful praise and enduring testimony.  What if that person had not shouted?  Would there have been a processional into the Holy City worth remembering?  Would there be a Palm Sunday among our liturgical celebrations?  Do you ever wonder who may be waiting for your shout or your wave of the hand in recognition or our demonstrative love to set them free, to give them confidence, to evoke their confessions, to allow them to exhibit praise?  Do you ever ponder how much good could develop from a single, simple act on our part?
The women in the gospel narratives captivate my admiration in a manner unparalleled by the men.  The women who followed Jesus were the last of his disciples to leave the place of crucifixion, standing in the chill of a darkened earth gazing at a lifeless body as if planted there by love and loyalty.  Then, too, they were the first to the tomb in which the body of Jesus had been laid.  And, the women were the first gospelers—the first heralds of the good news that nothing in life or in death can separate us from the love of God or make us exempt from hope, running from a garden tomb to find the disciples in the region of Galilee and setting in motion a celebration that would change the world forever.
Dear friends, these are my heroines.  These are my heroes.  When I look at them, as I do often these days, I see in them embodiments of the gospel. My heroines and heroes are people of integrity unafraid of acting with spontaneity, taking on controversy, loving lavishly, acting with flexibility, expressing compassion with generosity, often running when they are not praying, and doing all of this and being who they are with palpable humility. 
  Of course, my heroes and my heroines, in every instance, reflect the substance and the spirit of Jesus of Nazareth—the ultimate hero—whom to know is to admire, whom to admire is to love, whom to love is to serve, and whom to serve is to find ourselves transformed into the heroes and heroines to whom other people look as they consider their aspirations and ambitions.
 




O God, sometimes we forget the importance of touch—especially touch that conveys love, communicates comfort, engenders strength, and eases throbbing shoulders or hurting hearts.  Then, when we need such a touch or experience such a touch, we are reminded again of how individuals and the world can be healed by such a touch. Our world and all within it need your touch.
We do not mean to be presumptuous, but we do try to be compassionate.  We offer ourselves to serve as the arms with which you embrace people who feel faint, restrain people who want to fight, and comfort people who need to be held as they grieve.  We offer to serve as the hands with which you pick up those who have fallen, extend bread to those who are hungry, and form a circle of love with individuals desperate for an experience of community.  We offer ourselves to serve as the fingers with which you gently apply salve to the bruises in our lives, firmly knead the skin that covers the hardened muscles and nerves made taut by our anxieties, stress, and fears, and lightly feel the heated foreheads of people whose heightened temperature physically reveals their surging problems emotionally and spiritually.   
O God, enable us to give that which we also need to receive—the healing touches that make us whole and give us peace.  Amen.
 
 


